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Abstract
The ‘non-Western ’ ways of theorisation has gradually 
becoming one challenge in the discipline of International Relations 
(IR). Yet the real question is what one wants to develop by using 
this term. This article aims to answer this question by offering a 
possible blueprint for ‘Cosmopolitan History of Ideas’. The article 
firstly mentions the ‘dual turn’ in IR theory: namely from Western 
to non-Western; and non-Western to post-Western, which is against 
the background of particular linkage between the idea of the ‘West’
and of ‘civilization’. Then it focuses on some inter-civilizational 
approaches, making a comparative analysis between three 
thinkers: Oswald Spengler, Arnold J. Toynbee and Hajime 
Nakamura. Particular emphasis will be put on the work of 
Nakamura. Through this comparative survey, the paper aims to 
explore a possibility for an inter-civilizational account of global 
political theory.
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INTRODUCTION
International Relations (IR) theory is currently at a crossroads. This 
view has been frequently repeated by various scholars of the discipline, 
and each time rationales were given to the question where the discipline is 
going. Having celebrated its 90th anniversary, this is, ultimately, a view 
reflecting an unstable academic atmosphere under which IR theory itself 
has been situated. There have been crossroads before, about which direction 
IR theory should follow: firstly about the possible world vision, then about 
the methods. Often they have been called ‘debates’ (Wæver 1996).
The issue of West-centricity has long been treated as less debatable, if 
not ignored. The primary reason is, while the West/East division has been 
understood in a quite different sense, either as the Cold War discord (Wight 
1966: 89) or economic exploitation by the developed countries, areas outside 
the West have required the very Western model of sovereign states on which 
to develop their own versions of international societies. Although there are 
small number of exceptions, such as the collaborative study led by Hedley 
Bull and Adam Watson (Bull and Watson 1984), it has been the subject of 
academic concern at best, and not its source.
The growing interests towards ‘non-’ or ‘post-’ Western approaches to 
IR open up new possibilities. What is common with ongoing projects is 
their tendency to use non/post-Western traditions as alternative sources
for restructuring IR theory. However, they seem to have slipped into pit-
falls, either by transplanting the mainstream ideas into different contexts, 
or by claiming their own IRs. The point is that the very foundation of non/
post-Western IR has always already been the result of encounters with the 
West, and thus there is no ‘pure’ form of ‘non/post-Western’ IRs: what 
should be emphasised is, rather, the aspect of intercourse and develop-
ment between different cultures.
This paper mainly focuses on civilization and inter-civilizationality. 
The term civilization has been incredibly notorious, for it signifies not only 
the matter of advancement/backwardness (Linklater 2007: 41), but also 
entails power to civilise those who are ‘barbarians’ (Suzuki 2009). With 
but a few exceptions, the term civilization has had strong ‘normative’ im-
plications, based on particular forms of exclusive-ness and/or totalising 
perspectives. Bearing this in mind, the paper instead proposes different 
conceptions about civilization: civilization as an arena where different ide-
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as are born, grown up, exchanged, translated, transformed, modified and 
rejected. What this paper proposes is a view seeing IR as ‘Cosmopolitan
History of Ideas’: it is cosmopolitan as weighing common aspects among 
the different; it is historical as focusing the developmental process of certain 
ideas; and finally it is based on ideas as stressing ideational power to 
construct worldwide social reality.
The paper consists of three sections. The first part explores general 
backgrounds and rationales why so-called non- or post-Western IR is 
emerging. The second part examines representative approaches about in-
ter-civilizationality, namely Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West and 
Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History. After surveying these two works, it 
will be argued that that both are quite unsatisfactory either because it 
lacks proper methodology or based on particular understanding about civi-
lization and inter-civilizationality, or both. The final part instead offers a 
proposal viewing IR as Cosmopolitan History of Ideas, with main focus on 
Japanese Philosopher Hajime Nakamura. By regarding Nakamura’s argu-
ment as an extension of Arthur O. Lovejoy’s ‘History of Ideas’ as well as 
Martin Wight’s study on international ideas, the paper argues that Naka-
mura’s approach can provide a good starting point to develop an alterna-
tive framework of IR.
1. THE WEST-CIVILIZATION NEXUS AND ‘DUAL TURN’ IN IR THEORY
Before introducing ‘Cosmopolitan History of Ideas,’ it would be neces-
sary to explain its rationale and background. At the core of the West-cen-
tricity question is there a kind of conviction that IR has not treated non-
Western part of the world appropriately. This means the non-Western has 
been basically the object of the discipline, and thus not the subject or the 
source for intellectual commitment. Obviously it is because the discipline’s
main attention has been on the West, but it is no less than important that 
IR is, as other academic subjects are, based on particular sets of value and 
methodology whose roots are traced back to the Hebrew-Greco-Roman tra-
ditions. They have been expanded along with the ‘expansion of interna-
tional society’, through the experiences such as ‘discovery of the mind’
(Snell 1953), ‘thirteenth century revolution’ (Steenberghen 1955), and the 
‘Copernican Revolution’ (Kuhn 1957).
From a different perspective, the West-centricity question has another 
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meaning of unequal treatment of the non-West, with the connection be-
tween the idea of the West and of civilization as a key role. Originally 
meant civis and city culture in Rome, civilization included the sense of ed-
ucation and sophistication, which demarcates the ‘civilised’ from the ‘un-
civilised’ or ‘barbarian’. Of course similar ideas can be found ubiquitously, 
yet there are some points which are particularly characteristic to the 
West-centricity question. In the first place, there emerged the room for 
progress, where the ‘un-civilised’ may still have some chances to become 
the ‘civilised’. A handy example can be seen in James Lorimer’s trichotomy 
between ‘civilised’, ‘semi-civilised’ and ‘un-civilised’ worlds, where ‘semi-
civilised’ can have a possibility to be elevated (Lorimer 1883-1884/1980). 
Secondly, certain kind of paternalism also appeared. While its historical 
roots can be traced back to Aristotle, world politics has been witnessing its 
revival (Bain 2002). Paternalism includes certain moral quality which 
weighs more the beneficiary than the benefactor, and what is derived from 
this is the normative implication of civilization. It is normative, as one 
considers civilization as: (i) the goal to be achieved; (ii) with the recogni-
tion of those who have not reached and; (iii) the sense of moral obligation 
to bring the ‘un-civilised’ to the level of the ‘civilised’. It is a different use 
of normative-ness, as we usually say as ‘normative theory’ or ‘normative
ethics’, but still normative in a sense it has a clear value orientation.
As long as there is the nexus between the West and civilization, the is-
sue of West-centricity entails a criticism for Western domination, but the 
real point seems to go beyond: it is the question of asking what kind of al-
ternative theoretical framework can be worked out. This is the underlying 
motif on which ‘non-’ or ‘post-’ Western turn are the emerging trends in 
contemporary IR theory.
The Non-Western turn is the one including a geographical expansion 
of intellectual resources for reconstructing IR theory. Yet it should not be 
confused with mounting volumes that focus on international relations out-
side the West. An important inquiry is how non-Western traditions can 
contribute to the development of IR theory, as a source, and crudely speak-
ing, there seem to be two answers to this question. One is the ‘transplanta-
tion’, applying existing theories into non-Western contexts. It is of course 
not the aim of the first group people to see how traditional approaches 
may well fit in outside Western environment. Rather what they are trying 
is to identify differences and derivatives of conventional frameworks. An-
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other is the ‘regionalisation’ or the ‘nationalisation’ of IR theories. Region-
al IR focus on the geographical (e.g. Dunn and Shaw 2000) or conceptual 
(Chan et al. 2001) uniqueness of particular areas. National IR is much 
more specific, often trying to find theoretical implication in one country’s
cultural and intellectual tradition, such as ‘Chinese’ (Qin 2007), ‘Indian’
(Behera 2007) or ‘Japanese’ (Inoguchi 2007; Ikeda 2008; Shimizu 2009)
schools or theories. Sometimes ‘hybrids’ also appear (Acharya and Buzan 
2009). 
The problems with Non-Western IR is that the stance taken is both 
too wide and too narrow: it is too wide since it often includes any types of 
logical accounts which are different from the Western tradition (Acharya 
and Buzan 2007: 292); and it is too narrow because it may slip into the 
‘methodological regionalism/nationalism’, overemphasising local stand-
points and traditions as ‘unique’ and universalising them into general con-
texts. The emergence of local IR theories, in particular those in East Asia, 
is not meaningless, as long as their main purpose is to contextualise the 
dominant IR theory in a wider context. But such ‘democratisation’ of the 
discipline does have the limitation of easily falling down toward become a 
nativist project (Chen 2011). 
The second turn is the one from non-Western to post-Western approach. 
While the former focuses more on the geographical dimension of West-cen-
tricity, the latter focuses more on its theoretical aspect. What the prefix 
‘post’ means at all has always been a matter of debate, but the ‘de-essentiali-
sation’ or ‘de-centrisation’ of dominant understanding often comes to be the 
core driving force. It is often mentioned that the Frankfurt School of critical 
theory, post-structuralism, or post-colonialism are competent candidates, yet 
what Giorgio Shani (2007; 2008) has shown is the difficulty to ‘adopt’ even 
these critical frameworks. Thus the exploration of post-Western IR theory 
must escape the vicious circle of theoretical enterprises with critical inten-
tions always ‘ending up reproducing the very hegemony they set out to cri-
tique’ (Shani 2008: 723). 
In addition, there is another poser left, which is how to re-connect the 
elements that have once been differentiated by post-Western IR. This be-
comes a theoretical agenda due to a simple reason that globalised world 
requires global understandings. Reconstructing what is common often in-
volves the project of cosmopolitanism, but what should be avoided first is a 
theory with certain transcendence. Also, there seems to be certain prefer-
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ence of the ‘thinner’ universalism to the ‘thicker’ one. More recently, ‘proc-
ess sociology’ may be a recent good candidate for post-Western IR (Linklat-
er 2009). In any event, what is required is an approach which is not only 
standing on particular fixed methodology, but also having a multi-eyed 
perspective. The paper argues that the idea of inter-civilizationality may 
be a good starting point for pursuing such alternative thinking.
2.  FROM CIVILIZATION TO INTER-CIVILIZATIONALITY: SURVEYING
SPENGLER AND TOYNBEE
This section explores two representative figures of inter-civilizational 
approach, namely Oswald Spengler and Arnold J. Toynbee. 
2.1. Spengler and Inter-Civilizationality
Spengler’s The Decline of the West (hereafter as Decline) is a sensa-
tional and provocative book. He has received mixed reputation, most of 
which were negative in intellectual field. However, for the argument of 
this paper, his argument may still be worth noting, since it had had a con-
siderable influence to succeeding thinkers, including ‘Cosmopolitan Histo-
ry of Ideas’ proposal.
The Decline is a work describing and analysing the fall of the West, 
with his unique methodology of ‘morphology’ and the idea of ‘civilization’.
Spengler defines morphology of world history ‘in contrast to the morpholo-
gy of world as nature that hitherto has been almost the only theme of phi-
losophy’ (Spengler 1933: 5 of Volume I). It ‘reviews the forms and move-
ments of the world (…) according to an entirely different ordering which 
groups them, not in an ensemble picture inclusive everything known, but 
in a picture of life’ (ibid.: 5-6). The idea of ‘civilization’ plays a core role to 
explain the Western decline (Spengler 1933: 31 of Volume I). One point to 
note is that his notion of ‘civilization’ has two aspects: as a device to illus-
trate the fall of the West, and as a form expressing the ‘death’ of Western 
culture. From the first aspect it is observed that ‘civilization’ is used as an 
analytical tool rather normative. The second dimension is based on his 
Lebensphilosophie which accompanies sharp division between culture and 
civilization, as well as the continuity from the former to the latter. What is 
introduced here is an analogy between the shift from culture to civiliza-
tion and the life-cycle of human being moving to death. This is further re-
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inforced by his second analogy with seasons, moving from ‘spring’ to ‘winter’.
When seeing Spengler’s Decline from the point of inter-civilizationali-
ty, his idea of ‘contemporary’ is of particular uniqueness. He introduces 
comparative historical analysis among cultures/civilizations, but his com-
parison is not based on the same point of time. Rather, it is stage-based 
analysis exploring how different cultures/civilizations were like at a cer-
tain stage. His analogy is used to indicate where particular cultures/civili-
zations are either in ‘spring’ or ‘winter’, or at the ‘youth’ or the ‘aged’.
It is famous that Spengler has received severe criticisms by a variety 
of intellectuals. For instance, Karl Popper clearly rejects Spengler’s analo-
gy between the development of civilizations and the life-cycle of human be-
ing (Popper 1957: 110-111). Another criticism comes from R.G. Colling-
wood, in his comment that Spengler’s argument is ‘radically unsound’
because his seemingly positivistic method deforms and perverts historical 
instances, which is the ‘reckless and unscrupulous falsification of facts’
(Collingwood 1946/1956: 181-183). Although standing different theoretical 
traditions, what is common with Popper and Collingwood is that Spengler’
s method was far from enduring for academic scrutiny. More substantial 
criticism is from Theodor Adorno. One of his main comments is that Spen-
gler prioritises the elements of soul and life on the one hand and excludes 
the elements of nature on the other, and it led his argument of world histo-
ry as solely ‘internal’: ‘man’s historical experiences are as much a product 
of his inner self as are works of art’ (Adorno 1981: 67). It reduces anything 
happened in history into ‘the essence of soul’, which is self-contained, de-
terministic, and history itself ‘becomes transformed into a second nature, 
as blind, closed and fateful as vegetable life’ (ibid.: 69). The result is his ac-
count is getting ‘subservient to his philosophy of power’, since in his mean-
ing history is no longer history; it is rather ‘destiny’.
These criticisms tell us that it is not appropriate to introduce Speng-
ler’s argument straightforward to the post-Western IR. In particular, Ador-
no’s criticism is important not only because of his academic acuteness, but 
also because of the fact that Spengler is said to be influential for develop-
ing Nazi’s thought. Having stated, however, there can still be some points 
which are worth taking for some positive consideration. One is his compar-
ative approach, especially the notion of ‘contemporary’. As later men-
tioned, one of the problems with Toynbee’s argument is his idea of history. 
It is problematic because this may reduce parallel development of various 
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human thoughts into one particular measure of monotheistic (namely 
Christian) historicism. On the contrary, Spengler’s attention to ‘contempo-
rary’ gives different type of commonality based on ‘stages’, which may pro-
vide a different route for inter-civilizational perspective. Another is Speng-
ler’s interests in human thoughts and ideas. According to him, they form 
‘spiritual principle’ or ‘group of morphological relations’ which ‘symbolical-
ly represents a particular sort of mankind in the whole picture of world-
history’ (Ibid.: 47). Thus there appear ‘relations and connexions’ between 
the forms of the arts and the one of war; political and mathematical; reli-
gious and technical; and many others which may once seem to be irrele-
vant (ibid.: 47). It should be noted this directly links what Adorno has 
warned before, yet the point is that we do not always have to see Spengler’
s attention to ideas or human mentality only as self-contained, blind, 
closed, and fateful. Importantly, one of recurring themes in IR is the social 
construction of the world by ideas and vice versa. This simple trend tells 
us that the world is not the one clearly divided between facts and ideas, or 
nature and soul; rather it is the one of social reality which both elements 
are intertwining. Thus it is possible to read Spengler slightly from a differ-
ent point of view, as a person who stressed the role of human thoughts or 
ideas for representing the world as social reality. ‘Cosmopolitan History of 
Ideas’ approach shares this point, but before moving there, it may be use-
ful to have another look to a relevant thinking on inter-civilizationality.
2.2. Toynbee and Inter-Civilizationality
Toynbee is a well-known historian, with his magnum opus A Study of 
History (hereafter as Study) (Toynbee 1934-1961). On the term ‘civiliza-
tion’, he uses it as an analytical sense, same as Spengler, but in a more 
systematic way. In his Study, civilization is intertwined with two other dif-
ferent concepts, ‘society’ and ‘species’. The basic unit for his analysis is ‘so-
ciety’. It is in contrast to national groups, which the latter are the part of 
the former. Societies belong to a much wider context of the ‘species’, almost 
interchangeable with the idea of ‘civilization’. The underlying idea is that 
one cannot properly understand even the history of a national group un-
less one situates it in a wider environment (Toynbee 1934-1961: 22 of Vol. 
I), and therefore necessitates ‘society’ or ‘species’.
Not only does Toynbee understand the idea of civilization as a locus, but 
also he sees it as a whole of historical forces in which the ‘birth’ and the 
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‘death’ of a particular ‘society’ can be observed. For the most part of his 
Study, he devotes volumes to arguing the dynamism of a civilization, from 
its genesis to disintegration (Toynbee 1934-1961: Volumes I, II, and III). 
This is the same as what Spengler did, but one point of difference from him 
is Toynbee identifies some elements that can be seen among the lives of ‘so-
cieties’. The first is the ‘Universal State’, which is made by a small number 
of ruling people in a civilization. He never puts positive and normative 
meanings to this concept, but regards it as a symptom of the disintegration 
of older ‘societies’, which is equivalent to Spengler’s conception of ‘civiliza-
tion’. The second is the ‘Time of Troubles’, a time of conflicts and wars 
whereby triggering instability and the dissolution of older societies. The 
third is the ‘Universal Church’ formed by the ‘Internal Proletariat’ within a 
civilization. For Toynbee, the ‘Internal Proletariat’ are the people who are 
outsiders of the civilization but later significantly affect the process of civili-
zational change. Finally there is the ‘External Proletariat’ who are immi-
grants. Together with the ‘Universal Church’, it fills the vacuum of power 
that occurs during the ‘Time of Troubles’. What these four elements illus-
trate is the life-cycle of a society, and civilization is recognised as the whole 
dynamism. Among these four, however, he especially emphasises the ‘Uni-
versal Church’ and the ‘Internal Proletariat’, as the main motors for change.
Besides as analytical tool and as the locus, Toynbee also regards ‘civiliza-
tion’ as an entity. It is argued that Toynbee’s Study is constituted from two 
different dimensions. One is the description of life in a given society, and as 
mentioned just before, the term civilization is used to cover its whole history. 
He makes a comparative analysis, but the comparison here is the one be-
tween generationally different societies. Taking into his recognition that each 
society has preceding ‘parents’ and succeeding ‘children’,1) let us call it ‘the 
generational approach to inter-civilizationality’. The other is the analysis of 
the same dynamism, but carried out by switching the axis of comparison from 
generationally different to geographically distant societies (so it can be called 
‘the geographical approach to inter-civilizationality’). For instance, in each 
analysis of the life-cycle, whether the genesis, the growth, or the disintegra-
tion of the society, the term civilization is used to differentiate one society 
from another. It is these two axes of comparison which gives uniqueness and 
coherence to his Study, as ‘comparative study of civilizations’.
 1)  Toynbee calls it as ‘apparentation’ and ‘affiliation’ respectively. Toynbee (1934-1961: 44 of Vol. I).
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2.3. Toynbee’s Weakness
Toynbee’s use of the ‘civilization’ concept is, however, not without 
problem. The weakness of the Toynbean concept of ‘civilization’ and inter-
civilizationality comes from three deficiencies. The first is his social Dar-
winism. The second is the ‘international analogy’, where he describes the 
dynamism between ‘societies’ or ‘civilizations’ as analogous to the one be-
tween sovereign states. Finally, there is another analogy, ‘Messianic’ one, 
which grasps the development of civilizations by applying the idea of 
Christian historicism.
Social Darwinism seems to be the basis for Toynbee’s accounts on civi-
lizational development. It is striking that, in Volume II, he argues that 
every ‘society’ or ‘civilization’ faces particular challenges to overcome, both 
from the natural and human environment. While the former is the chal-
lenge in which human beings have to establish their lives under severe 
natural conditions, the latter occurs when a human group is attacked or 
suppressed, from inside and/or outside. Some ‘societies’ and ‘civilizations’
do manage to solve these problems, others do not. So there is not only 
growth of ‘civilizations’, but also ‘arrested civilizations’, such as the Polyne-
sians and the Eskimos (Toynbee 1934-1961: 1-2 of Volume III). Introducing 
the notion of selection process and regarding current situation as the re-
sult of it are particularly characteristic with Darwinism in general, which 
is well reflected in many parts of his Study.
The ‘international analogy’ is one considering the world constituted by 
several ‘societies’ and ‘civilizations’ and thus there is no level of transcend-
ency above them. So basically it takes the same assumption that is usually 
seen in IR. For instance, in part Nine of the Study, he takes a survey 
across encounters between ‘civilizations’ (Toynbee 1934-1961: Volume 
VIII). His main interest in doing this is the relationship between modern 
Western ‘civilization’ and the ‘Others’ to it. The ‘civilizations’ are regarded 
almost as interchangeable with states, and this tendency is supported by 
his idea that every ‘civilization’ progresses towards a kind of state, the 
Universal State. One point to note is that he puts more emphasis on con-
flicting rather cooperative nature (ibid.: 451 of Volume VIII). Not only does 
he presuppose such ‘anarchical’ nature, but also he inherits his ideas from 
some of the basic tenets of sovereign states. In Volume VI, he argues that 
one merit of the Universal States is their ability to end continuous con-
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flicts and provide stability, which is quite similar to the Hobbesian reason-
ing. Moreover, he devotes a great amount of the same volume to list some 
of the major ‘devices and services’ that a Universal State can provide to its 
people. Many of them, such as official languages, law, weights and meas-
ures, money, and standing army, are based on the idea of state machinery. 
Considering his argument that every ‘government’ of each Universal State 
sees the coercive use of power to bring stability as a priority (Toynbee 
1934-1961: 80-379 of Volume VII), it is clear that his ‘international analo-
gy’ relies on the orthodox conception of sovereign states.
The ‘Messianic analogy’ owes substantial debt to Christian histori-
cism. It is important to recognise that historicism here is very different 
from ordinary ideas of history, and it constitutes the entire events as the 
story that God dictates, up until the day of the Judgement. The third anal-
ogy is often found in many parts of Toynbee’s Study, but is especially con-
spicuous in Volume VII, the analysis of the ‘Universal Church’. In the pre-
ceding volumes, he regards it as an element which links the final phase of 
older ‘civilizations’ with the emerging phase of newer ones. More precisely, 
he explains it as the creation of the ‘Internal Proletariat’, which then be-
comes a ‘cancer’ for older, and a ‘chrysalis’ for new ‘civilizations’. Churches 
are subjugated to the civilizations, serving as the leverage for new ‘civili-
zations’. Now, however, the whole picture is reversed. He abandons the ar-
guments above, and instead propounds that it is the ‘civilization’ and thus 
not the Church that are the real motor, and that the former is subjugated 
to the latter for the development of particular religion. Accordingly, ‘the
histories of civilizations might have to be envisaged and interpreted in 
terms, not of their own destinies, but their effect on the history of Religion’
(ibid.: 420 of Volume VII). Moreover, his argument takes on a further reli-
gious aspect when he chooses to view the Church as the ‘higher society of 
species’. It is the Civitas Dei, differentiated from ‘civilizations’ or ‘primitive
societies’, and distinctive in that all the members are under ‘One True 
God’ (ibid.: 507 of Volume VII). Now the character of the Study changes 
from the historical account about the rise and fall of ‘civilizations’ to the 
development of his religion, thereby ‘civilizations’ give way to the Church. 
It is even argued that the ‘civilizations’ born from the Church are the ‘be-
ginning of evils’, since this is the creation of the Civitas (ibid.: 545 of Vol-
ume VII). It is true that he does not forget to take into account other world 
religions, but his emphasis, or overemphasis, on monotheistic religion and 
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his frequent invocation of Biblical materials raises a suspicion if his Study
is, the history for Christian.
After all, the problem with Toynbee is the Western and Christian 
roots and characteristics of his writing. Those are problematic because 
they reduce various possible approaches on inter-civilizationality into par-
ticular ideas and methodology. Darwinism rests on the specific conceptions 
of progress and social selection, and it may again add a normative sense of 
being selected to the idea of civilization. The ‘international analogy’ offers 
a fixed way to understand the relationships and the dynamics between 
‘civilizations’. The ‘Messianic analogy’ prioritises Christian values, and 
changes the whole character of his Study from the comparative account of 
civilizations to the Christian story of world development. 
As Spengler’s Decline, Toynbee’s Study is immense and multi-sided, so 
there are always risks of making a hasty evaluation. However, it may still 
be said that we have learnt at least two things after survey. First of all, the 
idea of civilization can be used in a way separate from a normative sense, 
regarding it either as the locus on which there are various kinds of relation-
ships and dynamics, or the ‘living’ entity with the beginning and the end. 
Secondly, however, there is also a pitfall in narrowing the inter-civilizational 
approach down either to the interaction among sovereign states, or Chris-
tian historicism. Going back to the original context of post-Western IR, now 
the question arises whether it is possible to have another type of approach 
which (a) covers the analytical meaning of civilization, or the idea of inter-
civilizationality; and (b) is independent from any particular culture(s). In 
this respect, both managed to achieve (a), but not (b).
3.  FROM INTER-CIVILIZATIONALITY TO COSMOPOLITAN HISTORY OF IDE-
AS: HAJIME NAKAMURA AND THE UNIVERSAL HISTORY OF IDEAS
This section argues that ‘Cosmopolitan History of Ideas’ approach is a 
good candidate that may overcome the problems raised in previous sec-
tion. Particular emphasis will be on Japanese Philosopher Hajime Naka-
mura, with some references to Arthur O. Lovejoy and Martin Wight. Yet 
there is also certain continuity between the new approach and thoughts by 
Spengler and Toynbee.
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3.1. Human Thought and History of Ideas
The starting point for consideration is Spengler’s attention to ideas. 
As mentioned, he recognised the significance of ideational factor, since the 
world is a reflection of human thought and feeling. His morphology is 
based on Lebensphilosophie, but there seems to be another influence from 
Hermeneutik as well. So methodologically speaking, Toynbee’s Study is lo-
cated far from Spengler, as long as Toynbee takes more positivistic analy-
sis about the developmental process among ‘civilizations’. However, when 
seeing the latter part of his Study and his arguments with ‘messianic 
analogy’, one sees a methodological change in it, claiming the primacy of 
ideational and spiritual elements in the history of mankind. In addition, 
both thinkers share a view that there are commonalities within what we 
think or feel: while Spengler’s argument shows the parallel development 
of human mentality, Toynbee identifies common patterns and stages irre-
spective of cultures. What can be inferred from these observations is a per-
spective which covers historical development of shared human thought, 
which may be an alternative framework for post-Western IR.
The paper’s proposal, ‘Cosmopolitan History of Ideas’, is rooted from the 
subject ‘History of Ideas’, which Arthur O. Lovejoy, an American Philosopher, 
is considered as a founding father. It is a subject, according to him, which is 
‘more specific and less restricted than the history of philosophy’ (Lovejoy 
1936/1960: 3). It is more specific because the subject looks not to the general 
idea of philosophy, but to ‘the prior idea’ which is more fundamental and 
variously operative (ibid.: 5). This includes: (1) unconscious mental habits; 
(2) intellectual habits; (3) metaphysical pathos, which is epitomised by a 
feeling like ‘the loveliness of the incomprehensible’ (ibid.: 11); (4) meanings 
of sacred words and phrases; and (5) principle, which is an answer to the 
philosophical questions that human beings have naturally. Principle is the 
most important element in his argument, so Lovejoy’s study can be restated 
as history of principles that go prior to philosophy. In addition, his study is 
less restricted because the subject does not limit its range of analysis to phi-
losophy only. He characterises ‘History of Ideas’ as inter-disciplinary, as well 
as multi-national and multi-lingual.
Lovejoy’s characterisation of ‘History of Ideas’ opened up a possibility 
of linking it to IR theory, and it is Martin Wight who attempted this task. 
It is important to recall that he had long been a colleague of Toynbee at 
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the Chatham House. As Bull once mentioned, he assisted Toynbee’s project 
by adding numerous comments and criticisms (Bull 1977: 2), and it is to 
Volume VII of the Study, the analysis of the Universal Church, that Wight 
contributed the most, emphasising the role of ideas. Although we cannot 
precisely pinpoint to what extent his experience in the writing of Toynbee’
s Study contributed to Wight’s later writings, it may still be reasonable to 
argue that there was considerable influence, not only of Toynbee on Wight, 
but also vice versa: while Wight acquired a Toynbean inter-civilizational 
approach, he was also influential for stressing the role of ideas during 
Toynbee’s study of ‘civilizations’. Wight later combines these two perspec-
tives in his major writings. In the article ‘Western Values of International 
Relations’, Wight argues that there are ‘certain coherent pattern of ideas 
that may be detected from time to time’ (Wight 1966: 90), then identifies 
four concepts, international society, the maintenance of order, intervention, 
and international morality as particularly notable. Also, he took an inter-
civilizational approach for analysing the tenets of state-systems, when 
comparing them with other similar ones (Wight 1977).
One problem with Wight is he strictly limited his analysis to a West-
ern, state-centred context. Thus suzerain state-systems were not the sub-
ject of central consideration in his inquiry, nor did he make clear the rela-
tionship between these two systems. Also, he laid down a demarcation 
between Europe and other areas, and applied his international theory to 
Machiavellian, Grotian, Kantian, and Mazzinian understandings of inter-
national politics (Wight 1994; 2004). It is more than ten years later that 
his students tackled the question of the West and the rest (Bull and 
Watson 1984; Watson 1992; Buzan and Little 2000).
3.2. Hajime Nakamura and the Universal History of Ideas
What all thinkers above tell us is that there have already been some 
attempts at focusing either on inter-civilizationality, the historical devel-
opment of ideas, or the West-centricity question in IR, but none of them 
did all of these at once. Thus the remaining task considers whether there 
may be any alternative to overcome this deficiency. And the paper offers a 
positive answer to it, by introducing the arguments of Hajime Nakamura.
Originally Nakamura was a professor of Indian Philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Tokyo, but he extended his interest to what he called ‘Hikaku 
Shisou Ron (Comparative Study of Ideas)’. This was systematically appeared 
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in his book Hikaku Shisou Ron (Nakamura 1960) for the first time, which lat-
er led to seven volumes on the ‘Fuhen-teki Shisou-Shi (Universal History of 
Ideas)’ entitled Sekai Shisou shi (World History of Ideas) (Nakamura 1974; 
1975-1976; 1976; 1977. In English, Nakamura 1992). Besides historical analy-
sis, he also made different attempts to establish ‘Fuhen-teki Ronri-gaku (Uni-
versal Logic)’, which led to the posthumous publication of his Ronri no 
Kouzou (The Structure of Logic) (Nakamura 2000).
For developing his study of Universal History of Ideas, Nakamura puts 
forward three theses at its core. First, he argues that ideas are becoming 
more sophisticated as human culture develops. Second, he presumes that 
there appear similar ways of thinking among different cultures, if they are 
at a more or less similar stage of development. Finally, he posits that major 
philosophical questions are universal in nature. His Universal History of 
Ideas project is one which aims to draw out historically how human beings 
have shared common philosophical agendas as well as corresponding ways 
of thinking throughout time and place. To achieve these purposes, he takes 
a comparative approach across three ‘cultural areas’, China, Europe, and In-
dia, picking out both similar patterns and differences.
One important point is that he does not in fact use the term ‘civiliza-
tion’, but instead uses ‘cultural area’ in his works. Though this may be a 
matter of terminology, there remains a difficult question whether we can 
really treat the term ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’ interchangeably. For in-
stance, as Shuntaro Ito argues, they do have distinctive historical origins 
(Ito 1985: 8-12), and civilization is sometimes differentiated as the ‘hard’
aspect of the culture, while ‘culture’ itself embodies a more ‘soft’ dimen-
sion, for example religion, art, and philosophy, etc. A similar tendency can 
be observed in Nakamura’s works, as his central focus is the ideas, i.e. the 
softer aspect of human culture. Having said that, however, it is still possi-
ble to say that his ‘cultural area’ and the idea of civilization are consistent 
with each other. This is so because, firstly, ‘cultural area’ is used in almost 
the same way as Toynbee’s ‘society’. Nakamura puts forward Greece, India, 
China, Japan, Mediaeval and Modern Europe as examples (Nakamura 
1975/1992: 4), most of which overlap Toynbee’s ‘societies’. Nakamura also 
gives more analytical meaning to ‘cultural area’, which is another point in 
common with Toynbee. Moreover, the ‘cultural area’ concept is used prima-
rily for criticising the West/East dichotomy, and thus not for the idea of 
civilization itself. He repeatedly argues that one of the aims of his work is 
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to show the ‘conceptual inadequacy’ of the dichotomy (ibid.: 4), and thus he 
introduces the term ‘cultural area’ for more specific analysis.
What is more striking with Nakamura is his separation of the history 
of ideas and that of the real world, and his almost exclusive focus on the 
former. Simply to say, he tries to illustrate the development of ideas them-
selves, and does not always link them to the actual history. So his Universal 
History of Ideas presupposes that there are two types of world, the ideal 
and the real, and his account is primarily about the former. Thus, his Uni-
versal History of Ideas is in two senses ‘universal’: it is universal not only 
because he covers as many different thoughts as possible across ‘cultural ar-
eas’, but also because these ideas and philosophical agendas are common 
and timeless, thereby enabling scholars to develop an independent, and uni-
versally valid account. In English, he elaborates this as the ‘parallel devel-
opment’ of ideas, which he refers to by saying ‘certain intellectual problems 
are characteristic in certain stages in the history of culture’ (ibid.: 3). It is 
obvious that his argument of parallel development of ideas overlaps Speng-
ler. Yet it should be noted that he goes further. He argues that human 
thought and the actual world are mutually constitutive (Nakamura 1960: 
239-240; 1974: 28), since human itself is both the reflection, and the agent, 
of social structure. Therefore, for understanding Nakamura, it is important 
to grasp this complex relationship between the idea (and the world of ideas, 
or culture) and the real world.
Finally, Nakamura sees ‘translation’ as a useful method. Initially it is 
recommended just for the sake of technical convenience (Nakamura 1974: 
43-44), but the meaning behind this soon goes deeper. For him, translation 
is a reflection of a situation where one given concept in a ‘cultural area’
appears obscure and less acceptable in a different area. It is also a neces-
sary process that contingent elements of the concept be removed, and that 
universal and essential tenets be clarified (ibid.: 45). His identification of 
translation as such is originally from his conviction that though the ideas 
themselves are both common and timeless, they diverge from each other, 
since each ‘cultural area’ interprets them differently. However, this method 
of thought gains a new currency among contemporary global social and po-
litical theory, as Gerard Delanty points out, ‘cultural translation’ is a key 
mechanism for cosmopolitanism (Delanty 2009: 193-198).
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3.3. Toward Cosmopolitan History of Ideas: A Proposal
Nakamura’s project of establishing Universal History of Ideas is very 
close to the studies by Lovejoy and Wight. First of all, Nakamura’s focus on 
philosophical agendas and corresponding patterns of thinking well overlaps 
Lovejoy’s attention to ‘principles’ or ‘intellectual habits’. In the second place, 
Nakamura recognises the questions of order and of political community as 
two key inquiries in his books, which overlaps with Wight’s interest in the 
state and state-system. Finally, unlike Lovejoy and Wight, Nakamura’s ap-
proach is at least non-Western, putting Western ways of thinking and philo-
sophical ideas in the much wider context. 
On the other hand, these points do not enable a direct application of 
Nakamura’s arguments to the study of IR. His arguments definitely lack 
post-modern and feminist/post-feminist perspectives. Also, although he 
says he only concentrates on certain philosophical inquiries which are 
common at the similar stages of development in all cultures, his scope of 
analysis still remains very wide including major questions about humani-
ty and the world. Moreover, Nakamura seems to put more weight on philo-
sophical aspects of human thought over others. In short, the scope of his 
Universal History of Ideas project is too wide to include all the principle 
issues of philosophy, and at the same time, too narrow to focus on meta-
physical methods only.
If one makes an attempt to introduce Nakamura’s project in post-
Western IR, therefore, two tasks need to be performed in order to modify 
his framework. One is to limit the issues from general philosophical in-
quiries to the ones which are specifically related to international and 
world politics. This operation may require two steps: first, to narrow the 
issues addressed from philosophy in general to political philosophy2); and 
secondly, to then expand the issues from political philosophy to interna-
tional and global political theory.3) The other task is to bring non-philo-
sophical elements back into the historical analysis of ideas. It has been 
gradually recognised that pathos or emotions have played equally impor-
 2)  Recent trend witnesses the development of ‘comparative political theory’, such as Antony 
Black (2008) (2009) and Fred Dallmayr (2010). What is striking with these attempts is 
they do not begin Greek Political thought which is often the very starting point for the ar-
gument.
 3) For expanding political theory into the international realm, see Williams (1996).
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tant roles in the development of human thought (Dodds 1962; Nussbaum 
2003), and IR is not an exception (Linklater 2004; 2009). This is especially 
the case when the construction of certain polity or related institutions is 
closely connected to the development and/or (re)interpretation of certain 
non-secular ideas.4) Having made such modifications, one can apply Naka-
mura’s framework of Universal History of Ideas for clarifying the develop-
ment, transfer, (re)interpretation, acceptance and rejection of the following 
types of thoughts, which are the subjects of ‘Cosmopolitan History of Ideas’:
(1) On human groups or collectivity; particularly (but not limited to) politi-
cal community.
(2) On the general environment surrounding human beings; particularly 
(but not limited to) political environment.
(3) On the life-cycles of particular human groups.
(4) On the dynamics of those human groups, including conflict and cooper-
ation, disintegration and integration, exclusion and inclusion.
(5) On the change of the general environment.
They represent a part of a long conceivable list, so it is expected that 
there will be other important ideas to be analysed.
CONCLUSION
Again IR theory is currently at a crossroads. Yet there are so many the-
oretical crossings to address that IR itself seems to be at a loss as to where 
to go next. What this paper has focused on is just one of these, the issue of 
West-centricity. Compared to the debates between positivists and post-posi-
tivists, the Western question has been less explored. However, its roots and 
theoretical dividing force are no less deep and serious than the previous ‘de-
bates’. After all, the discipline’s West-centricity inevitably reflects the histo-
ry between the West and the rest, the West and ‘Others’ to it, and is thus 
very complex since this history has framed not only our basic understand-
ing of the world but also that of intellectual and academic efforts to perceive 
and explain the world. The ‘dual turn’ presented here can be seen as a phe-
 4)  For instance, one of the earliest forms of diplomacy was one which was based on oaths, 
which often had a religious character. See Nussbaum (1954) for ancient world examples.
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nomenon against the totalising project occurring within IR theory today, the 
one on which this paper has put particular stress. Though it is a matter of 
debate whether such a series of turns will mark a significant intellectual de-
velopment in the discipline, what is relatively clearer is a fact that we face a 
question of how we should understand and explain today’s diversified world 
and its politics and whether it remains appropriate enough to view them 
only by using Western-tailored lens.
The paper has offered a brief portrait of a possible framework for 
post-Western IR. Introducing ‘ideas’ into IR is not a new endeavour, as 
seen with the constructivist applications, nor is ‘History of Ideas’ ap-
proach, as Wight has previously illustrated. Even IR has already been con-
siderably familiar with the inter-civilizational view. Nevertheless, what 
has been absent is an approach that has all of these characteristics. There 
still remains some distance between Nakamura’s work on Universal His-
tory of Ideas and IR, but this is not an unbridgeable gap. A globalised 
world requires global theories, and if a globalised world is accompanied by 
cultural diversification, global theories will need to take views sensitive to 
these cultures. It is needless to say that the proposal of ‘Cosmopolitan His-
tory of Ideas’ needs much intensive theoretical scrutiny. However, if it has 
any potential as one approach of post-Western IR, it is because this poten-
tial stems from its own cosmopolitanism and comparative perspectives, 
both of which the contemporary world aspires towards.
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